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flutes, and drums was content with chamber concerts for
the elect, or with the small groups which gathered about
village wells and in the shade of banyans. To such audi-
ences court musicians on the one hand and wandering
minstrels on the other have sung from time immemorial
of the loves of Krishna, or of the heroic deeds of Rama.
The caste system helped to maintain the skill of the
guilds, handing on traditionals crafts and training appren-
tices. It is still possible, in spite of the industrial age with
its mass production, aniline dyes, and ruthless competition,
to watch the looms of Benares and the shawl makers of
Kashmir at work on crafts which have survived the vicis-
situdes of 2,000 years. The caste system has indeed been a
conservative force for good as well as for evil, and in the
mediaeval Hindu city with its streets of the silver- and
goldsmiths, of the brocade makers and the sari sellers,
there survives an epitome of the Middle Ages which re-
veals excellent city planning, and an ordered social life. At
the centre is the great temple, and about it lies the city in
concentric squares. '
The great achievement, then, of the Guptan era is the
unification of Indian culture, and the vitality of the age is
so great that it passes on from India to south-eastern Asia
and the Far East. 'Almost all that belongs to the common
spiritual consciousness of Asia, the ambient in which its
diversities are reconcilable, is of Indian origin in the Guptan
period/1
THE SPIRIT OF THE GUPTAS
L A scene from kalidasa's shakuntala
The Malavika and Agnimitra is the earliest of Kalidasa's plays:
it begins with a respectful reference to earlier works of Bhasa,
Saumilla, and Kaviputra, already classical. In other words, just as
the fourth- and fifth-century art of Ajanta and Sarnath is an advanced
classical art, so the works of Kalidasa follow an already developed
and classical art of the drama. Like his great predecessor Asvaghosa,
Kalidasa is known to us chiefly by his poetry and a few legends*
1 A. K. Coomaraswamy, History of Indian and Indonesian Art, p. 91.

